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On the occasion of  the Opening Ceremony for the Internat ional  Year of  L ight,  UNESCO
2015

           Light,  universal symbolic archetype

           In al l  c iv i l isat ions l ight  passes from being a physical  phenomenon to being
a symbol ic archetype, wi th an endless spectrum of metaphor ic i r idescence, especial ly
of  a rel ig ious k ind. The pr imary connect ion is cosmological  by nature:  the entrance
of l ight  marks the absolute inc ip i t of  creat ion in i ts being and existence. Emblemat ic
is the very opening of  the Bible,  which remains the “great code” of  Western cul ture:
Wayy’omer #eloh#m: Yeh# #ôr.  Wayyeh# #ôr ,  “God said,  ‘Let  there be l ight ! ’  And there was
l ight ! ”  (Genesis 1:3).  A sonorous div ine event,  a sort  of  t ranscendent Big bang ,  generates
a luminous epiphany: s i lence and darkness is broken open to unleash creat ion.

          In ancient Egypt ian cul ture,  too,  the i r radiance of  l ight  accompanies the f i rst  cosmic
dawn, marked by a great water l i ly  which comes out of  the pr imordial  waters generat ing the
sun. This wi l l  be above al l  the star that  becomes the very heart  of  the theology of  Pharaonic
Egypt,  in part icular the solar div in i t ies Amon and Aton. This last  god, wi th Amenophis IV-
Akhenaton (XIV cent.  BC),  wi l l  become the centre of  a sort  of  monotheist ic reform, sung
by the Pharaoh himsel f  in a splendid Hymn to Aton ,  the solar disk:  th is reform, though, wi l l
pass as a short  meteor in the sky of  t radi t ional  Egypt ian solar polytheism.

          Simi lar ly the archaic Indian theology of  the Rigveda considered the creat ive
div in i ty Praj#pat i  as a pr imordial  sound that exploded in a myr iad of  l ights,  creatures and
harmonies.  Not for  no reason, in another rel ig ious movement that  or ig inated in that  same
land, i ts great founder took up the sacral  t i t le of  Buddha ,  which means the I l lumined one .
And coming into more recent histor ical  per iods,  Is lam too chose l ight  as a theological
symbol,  indeed one ent i re “surah” of  the Qu’r#n, n.  XXIV, is cal led An-nûr ,  “ the Light” .  One
of i ts verses would become an enormous success with an intense al legor ical  exegesis in
the “S#f#” t radi t ion (part icular ly wi th the myst ical  th inker al -Ghazal i  in the XI-XII  cent.) .

          I t  is  the verse 35 which sounds as fo l lows: “God is l ight  in the heavens and on
the earth.  The l ight  is  as a lamp placed in a niche. The lamp is enclosed in a crystal ,  i t  is
as a star wi th bl inding l ight  l i t  up wi th oi l  f rom a blessed ol ive t ree … Light on l ight  is  God.
He guides those he loves towards his l ight . ”  This ser ies of  examples could be cont inued at
length passing through the many cul tural  and rel ig ious expressions of  the East and West
that use, as a theological  h inge, something which is at  the root of  shared existent ia l ,  human
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exper ience. For l i fe is a “coming into l ight”  (as bir th is def ined in many languages),  and i t
is  l iv ing in the l ight  of  the sun or guided in the night by the l ight  of  the moon and the stars.

           Light as a “theo-logical” symbol

           Given the l imi ts of  our analysis,  we wi l l  now sat isfy ourselves wi th two
essent ia l  observat ions,  dest ined only to al low an intui t ion of  the complexi ty of  the symbol ic
elaborat ion bui l t  on th is cosmic real i ty.  On one hand we shal l  look more closely at  the
“theo- logical”  qual i ty of  l ight ,  where i t  is  an analogy to speak of  God; on the other hand,
we shal l  examine the dialect ic of  l ight-darkness in i ts moral  and spir i tual  value. We shal l
take as an example the Bible which generated for Western cul ture a basic iconographic
and ideological  “ lexicon”.  I t  of fers us an excel lent  general  systemat ic paradigm, wi th
signi f icant internal  coherence. The Hebrew-Christ ian Scr iptures have been, among other
things, a central  cul tural  reference point  for  ent i re centur ies,  as one independent and
al ternat ive wi tness, the phi losopher Fr ieder ich Nietzsche put i t :  “Between what we feel  in
reading Pindar or Petrarch and reading the Bibl ical  Psalms, there is the same di f ference
as between the foreign land and the homeland” (“preparatory mater ia ls”  for  Aurora ) .

          Unl ike other c iv i l isat ions where, s impl i fy ing th ings, l ight  (especial ly solar)
is ident i f ied wi th div in i ty i tsel f ,  the Bible introduces a s igni f icant dist inct ion:  l ight  is  not
God, but God is l ight .  This excludes, then, a pantheist ic real ist ic aspect,  and introduces
a symbol ic perspect ive that  conserves the transcendent,  whi le af f i rming a presence of
the div ine in the l ight  that  remains,  but as,  “work of  h is hands.”  This is how we should
interpret  the af f i rmat ions scattered throughout the new testament wr i t ings at t r ibuted to
John the evangel ist .  In them we f ind that:  ho Theòs phôs est ín ,  “God is l ight”  (1 John 1:5).
Chr ist  h imsel f  presents himsel f  thus:  egô eímì to phôs tou kósmou ,  “ I  am the l ight  of  the
world” (John 8:12).  Along this l ine stands that l i terary and theological  masterpiece, the
hymn which opens the Gospel  of  John where the Lógos ,  the Word-Christ ,  is  presented as
the “ l ight  that  enl ightens al l  men” (1:9).

          This last  expression is s igni f icant.  L ight  is assumed as a symbol of  the revelat ion of
God and his presence in history.  On one hand, God is t ranscendent and this is expressed
by the fact  that  l ight  is  external  to us,  i t  precedes, exceeds, and is above us.  God, however,
is also present and act ive in creat ion and in human history,  showing himsel f  immanent,
and this is i l lustrated by the fact  that  l ight  encompasses, speci f ies,  warms and pervades
us. Thus the bel iever also becomes luminous: th ink of  the face of  Moses i r radiat ing l ight ,
af ter  having been in dialogue with God on the peak of  Sinai  (Exodus 34:33 -35).  The fai thful
person too becomes a source of  l ight ,  once he has let  h imsel f  be enfolded by div ine l ight
as Jesus af f i rmed in his famous “sermon on the Mount” :  “You are the l ight  of  the wor ld …
Your l ight  must shine in the s ight of  men” (Matthew 5:14.16).

          In th is t ra jectory,  i f  the Pythagor ical  t radi t ion imagined the souls of  the r ighteous
departed were t ransformed into the stars of  the mi lky way, the bibl ical  book of  Daniel
takes on this intui t ion but l iberates i t  f rom i ts immanent ist  real ism transforming i t  into an
ethical-eschatological  metaphor:  “The learned wi l l  shine as br ight ly as the vaul t  of  heaven,
and those who have instructed many in v i r tue,  as br ight  as stars for  a l l  eterni ty”  (12:3).
And in the Roman Christ iani ty of  the f i rst  centur ies – once the date of  25 December for
the Bir th of  Chr ist  had been chosen ( th is was the pagan feast of  the god Sun, in the
winter solst ice which marked the beginning of  the ascent of  l ight ,  previously humil iated
by winter darkness) – they would begin to def ine a Chr ist ian in the bur ia l  inscr ipt ions as
el iópais ,  “son of  the Sun”.  The l ight  which radiated Christ-Sun was also dest ined, then, to
encompass the Chr ist ian.

          Indeed, in later Chr ist ian t radi t ion,  a sort  of  theological  solar system would
be establ ished: Chr ist  is  the sun; the Church is the moon, which shines ref lected l ight ;
Chr ist ians are the stars,  not  having their  own l ight  but being i l luminated by the supreme
celest ia l  l ight .  That th is exquis i te ly symbol ic v is ion was dest ined to exal t  the revelat ion
and communion between div ine t ranscendence and human histor ical  real i ty seems clear
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f rom a surpr is ing but coherent passage from the last  b ib l ical  book, Revelat ion,  where in
the descr ipt ion of  the ideal  c i ty of  the perfect  eschatological  future,  the new and celest ia l
Jerusalem, proclaims “ I t  wi l l  never be night again and they wi l l  not  need lampl ight  or
sunl ight ,  because the Lord God wi l l  be shining on them” (22:5).  The communion of  humanity
with God wi l l  then be ful l  and every symbol wi l l  fa l l  away to leave space for the t ruth of
the direct  encounter.

           The dialectic l ight-darkness

           I t  is  interest ing to note that  in the text  c i ted ment ion is made of  the night and,
hence, of  the c i rcadian rhythm. This is a character ist ic tópos of eschatology ( that  is of  the
end t imes),  as we read in the book of  the prophet Zechar iah who, when descr ib ing the end
of history,  paints i t  as a “s ingle day with no al ternat ion of  day and night,  and in the evening
i t  wi l l  be l ight”  (14:7).  Now, in history that  dai ly rhythm between l ight  and darkness remains
and becomes i tsel f  an ethical-metaphysical  s ign.  We intend to speak of  the dialect ic l ight-
darkness that appears in the above ment ioned book of  Genesis.  The creat ive div ine act ,
expressed through the image of  the “separat ion” puts order into the “disorder”  of  nothing:
“God saw that the l ight  was good/beaut i fu l  and God separated the l ight  f rom the darkness.
God cal led the l ight  day and the darkness he cal led night”  (Genesis 1:4 -5).

          Signi f icant also is the def in i t ion of  l ight  as tôb ,  a Hebrew adject ive that  is at
the same t ime ethical ,  pract ical  and aesthet ic and so, designates something that is good,
beaut i fu l  and useful .  In contrast ,  then, the darkness is the negat ion of  being, of  l i fe,  of
good of  t ruth.  This is why, whi le the paradis iacal  zeni th is immersed in the splendour of
l ight ,  the infernal  nadir  is  c lothed in obscur i ty,  as we read in the bibl ical  book of  Job where
hel l  is  descr ibed as “ the land of  darkness and mortal  shadows, the land of  d imness and
murk,  of  n ight and chaos, in which l ight  i tsel f  is  deep darkness” (10:21 -22).

          For the same reason the ant i thesis l ight-darkness is t ransformed into a moral  and
spir i tual  paradigm. And this is what appears in many cul tures and has i ts apex in the above
ci ted hymn-prologue of  the Gospel  of  John where the l ight  of  the div ine Word “shines in
the darkness and the darkness did not overpower the l ight”  (1:5).  And again in the same
fourth Gospel  we read: “The l ight  has come into the wor ld,  but  men have preferred the
darkness to the l ight  … those who do wrong hate the l ight  and avoid i t  … those who l ive by
the truth come out into the l ight”  (John 3:19-21).  In the Judaic community act ive f rom the
f i rst  century BC onwards, discovered at  Qumran along the western banks of  the Dead Sea,
a text  descr ibes the “war of  the sons of  the l ight  against  the sons of  darkness” fo l lowing a
constant symbol ic module to def ine the contrast  between good and evi l ,  between the elect
and the reprobates.

          This dual ism is ref lected also in the opposi t ion angels-demons or in the ant i thet ic
pr inciples yang -yin,  in the div in i ty in combat between them such as the creator Marduk
and the destruct ive Tiamat,  the div in i t ies of  the Babylonian cosmogony, or as Ormuzd (or
Ahura-Mazda) and Ahr iman of  the Mazdean Persian rel ig ion,  or as Devas and Asuras in
the Indian world.  The same dialect ic acquires a new form in the myst ical  hor izon, when i t
introduces the theme of the “dark night” ,  as seen by the great s ixteenth century Spanish
myst ical  author and poet,  St  John of  the Cross. In th is case the torment,  the t r ia l  and the
spir i t ’s  wai t ing in the night is as a r ich womb that preludes the generat ion of  the l ight  of
revelat ion and encounter wi th God.

          In synthesis we could share the af f i rmat ion of  Ar ie l  in Goethe’s Faust :  Welch
Getöse br ingt  das Licht ! ,  “What noise l ight  br ings!”  ( I I ,  act  I ,  v.  4671).  I t  is  in fact  a glor ious
and vi ta l  s ign,  a sacred and transcendent metaphor,  but  i t  is  not  inof fensive for  i t  generates
tension with i ts opposi te,  darkness, t ransforming i tsel f  into a symbol of  the moral  and
existent ia l  f ight .  I ts i r radiat ion,  then, f rom the cosmos passes into history,  f rom the inf in i te
i t  descends into the f in i te and i t  is  for  th is that  humanity seeks the l ight ,  as a f inal  cry that
is at t r ibuted to the same Goethe, Mehr Licht ! ,  “more l ight ! ” :  in the physical  sense due to
the closing of  the eyes in agony, but also in the existent ia l  and spir i tual  sense of  desire for
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a supreme epiphany of  l ight .  This is what the ancient Hebrew poet of  the Psalms invoked:
“ In you, God, the spr ing of  l i fe,  in your l ight  we shal l  see l ight ! ”  (Psalm 36:10).
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